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The Tribes of Syria in the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Centuries 
By A. 8. Tritron 


T is astonishing how soon the Arabs fade out of Muslim history, Arabia 
itself excepted. There are notable instances to the contrary like the 
Hamdanids and the Bani Hilal, but they are few. During the rule of the 
Fatimids in Egypt the Bani Jarrah of Tai’ were the most important of the 
bedouins in Syria ; their chief Mufarrij b. Daghfal b. Jarrah died in 404/1013 
and his son Hassan succeeded him. Contemporary with Hassan was Fadl 
b. Rabi‘a b. Hazin b. Jarrah, who was, perhaps, as Ibn Khaldin suggested and 
Ibn Hajar affirmed, the ancestor of the Al Fadl. This Fad] was at times an ally 
of the Franks and at times an ally of the sultan of Egypt. He was banished and 
joined Sadaga b. Mazyad and in 500/1106 was the ally of Sadaga against the 
Saljiq sultan Muhammad b. Malikshah ; later he abandoned Sadaqa. 

“The Arabs of Syria are the only ones to cause the sultan (of Egypt) 
trouble.” This is only an over-statement of a truth. The Rabi‘a of Tai’ were 
divided into Fadl and Mira ; they claimed descent from the family of Barmak, 
to the disgust of Ibn Khaldiin. The territory of Fad] included Syria, northern 
Mesopotamia, and Western Najd.! At first they held Hauran, but Mira drove 
them out and then they settled in the neighbourhood of Hims. The sultan of 
Egypt supported them and gave them fiefs in return for their keeping open 
the roads between Syria and Iraq. Apparently they lived on the edges of the 
cultivated land. According to a model diploma of investiture they were not 
to enter the cultivated area unless it was impossible for them to live on the 
steppe. The Al ‘Ali broke away from Fadl about 700/1301. 

Other Arabs were those of Ghazza, whose chiefs belonged to Fadl b. Humma; 
Zubaid al-marj ; Zubaid of Hauran; Khalid of Hims; the Easterners; and 
Zubaid of the allies. The Al ‘Uqba ranged from Kerak to the borders of the 
Hijaz. It is also claimed that sections of Kalb, Madhhij, and Hudhail were 
allies of Fad]. Another account says that, when Mira occupied Hauran, it was 
‘Ali which was ousted and then settled in the Ghiita of Damascus. 

The earliest notices of Fadl are scrappy. Saladin appointed Haditha 
chief of the Arabs. Malik Kamil demanded transport camels from Mani‘ 
and Ghannam b. Tahir. They refused, but made their peace with the sultan 
after the capture of Damascus, 626/1228. Mani‘ died 630/1232. 

After the defeat of the Tatars at ‘Ain Jaliit, 658/1259, the town of Salamiya 
was taken from Hama and given to the grandson of Mani‘, Sharaf al-din ‘Isa 
b. Muhanna b. Mani‘, in return for his services in the battle. He was recognized 
as chief of all the Arabs and joined the expedition of the caliph Mustansir, 
but escaped when the caliph was killed. The following year he received the 


1 From Hims to Qal‘at Ja‘bar, Rahba, the basin of the Euphrates, and the borders of Iraq. 
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new caliph and in 660/1261 was one of those who bore witness that the caliph 
was a genuine son of the family of ‘Abbas. Family squabbles are revealed by 
the statement that peace was made between ‘Isa and his cousin Zamil b. ‘Ali 
in 663/1264. ‘Isa, Shihab al-din Ahmad b. Hijji of Mira who is called chief of 
the southern Arabs, and the amir Haran visited Cairo. This Ahmad raided 
the furthest corners of Najd and levied blackmail on the Hijaz, but in 667/1268 
the sultan forced him to give back to the wazir of Madina to be restored to 
their owners some 3,000 camels which he had captured in a raid. 670/1271, 
‘Isd met the sultan in Hama and joined him in an expedition to Harran and 
Edessa against the Tatars and two years later he attacked Anbar on 
Sha‘ban 18. 

678/1278, ‘Isa and his tribe formed part of the Egyptian army which 
defeated the Tatars. He and Ahmad b. Hijji visted Egypt. Not long after 
Sunqur al-Ashqar, the governor of Damascus, rebelled and was joined by 
‘Isi and Ahmad ; both Sunqur and ‘Isa corresponded with the Tatars. After 
the defeat of the rebels, ‘Isa fled to Rahba; Muhammad b. Abi Bakr was 
appointed chief of Fadl and ‘Uthman b. Mani‘ b. Hibatullah chief of ‘Ali. 
It is hard to say whether these were more than paper appointments; at any 
rate they did not last long, for ‘Isi was in Cairo the following year and the 
next year was commander of the right wing of the Egyptian army at Hims, 
leading Fadl, Mira, and other Syrian Arabs. Ahmad had brought 4,000 horse- 
men of Mira from Iraq. Ahmad died 682/1282; he had become an enemy of 
‘Isé. ‘Is& died 683/1283 or the following year; he had stood high in Baibars’ 
favour, but Qilawun was not so well disposed to him. His son Muhanna Husim 
al-din succeeded ; he is called lord of Tadmur. 

Muhanna was in Cairo 690/1291, and also entertained the sultan. 692/1293, 
Muhanna celebrated the marriage of his granddaughter and entertained the 
sultan, but was arrested near Hims with all his family as they sat at meat. 
Muhammad b. Abi Bakr was again appointed in his stead. Reports differ on 
the length of the imprisonment ; he was set free in the same year or in one 
of the two following. He made the pilgrimage in 697/1298. 

When the Egyptians were defeated at Hims, 699/1300, Muhanna was in 
command of the right wing.! Naturally the Arabs were used as scouts. Kiptchak 
asked the help of Muhammad b. ‘Isa in his negotiations with Baibars and Sallar. 
704/1304, Qataya, chief of Kalb, rebelled and joined the Tatars. 709/1310, 
Muhanné went to Hama to arrange an agreement between Abu’l-Fida 
and his brother, but without success. 710/1311, Muhanna used his influence 
with the sultan on behalf of Qara Sunqur, who was restored to his post as 
governor of Aleppo. Not long after Muhanna became a rebel and was forced to 
leave the country, though he had tried to win the sultan’s favour by giving 
him a valuable horse. Muhanna, his son Sulaiman, and Qara Sunqur took 
refuge with Oljaitu, who gave Muhanna lands near Hilla. Misa b. Muhanna 


1 The name is ‘Isa b. Muhanna, which must be a mistake; there is no evidence that this 
Muhanna had a son ‘Isa. , 
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remained faithful to the sultan, but Fadl b. ‘Isa was appointed chief of the 
Arabs. Muhammad b. ‘Isa defeated the army which Oljaitu sent under the 
command of Hamida to capture Mecca, and sent four hundred prisoners to 
the sultan. 

Elsewhere 716/1316 is given as the date of Fadl’s appointment; at the 
same time Ma‘arrat al-Nu‘man was given to the ruler of Hama, then taken 
from him and given to Muhammad b. ‘Isa as a reward for his fidelity. In the last 
month of the preceding year one of the Fadl family with a following of Arabs 
and Tatars had raided Turkmens and Arabs at Tadmur and taken much booty. 
Muhanna tried to get as much as he could both from the Tatars and the sultan 
and was finally summoned to return to his allegiance in 713/1313. He was 
restored to his rank as chief of the Arabs and his fiefs increased to 200,000 
dirhams ; this may have been in 717/1317 after the death of Oljaitu. At the 
same time the salaries of his brother Misa and his sons Ahmad and Fayyad 
were regulated. In 719/1319 the chief of the Hadith Arabs near Aila captured 
Rumaitha b. Numai, governor of Mecca, as he fled from the sultan’s prison, 
and held him till Muharram in the following year. 

718/1318, Fadl b. ‘Isi took a present of Arab horses to the son of Oljaitu 
in Baghdad. Arabs of al-Ahsa and Qatif drove Fadl from Basra and captured 
many camels belonging to Muhanna. 720/1320, Muhanna was banished and 
Muhammad b. Abi Bakr set in his place. Sulaiman b. Muhanna raided Iraq. 
Two years later Fadl b. ‘Isa took the place of Muhammad b. Abi Bakr while 
Shata b. ‘Ugqba was raised to an equality with the chiefs of Fadl and Mira. 
724/1324, Muhanna paid his first visit for more than ten years to Salamiya ; 
he had the authority while his brother Fadl had the salary. In this year another 
brother Muhammad died in Salamiya; he also is called chief of the Arabs. 
It seems that any prominent member of the family might bear that title. The 
family of Muhanna complained of Lajin, the governor of Rahba, but without 
effect. Sulaiman b. Muhanna left the Tatars and came back to Rahba 729/1328 ; 
his father and his uncle Fad! supplied him with money and he soon made his 
peace with the sultan. Not long after Muhanna paid a visit to Egypt, when his 
lands were restored to him. He died in Salamiya 734/1333 or the next year, 
being more than eighty years old; there was public lamentation for him and 
black was worn. One would like to think that he was the Arab chief who said 
to Muhammad b. ‘Umar, known as Ibn al-Wakil, the sultan’s ambassador, 
“* Stick to law and leave medicine alone ; a lawyer’s mistake can be remedied, 
a doctor’s cannot.” 

One report says that Misa b. ‘Isa succeeded, though another names two 
joint chiefs, Zamil and Mu‘aiqil.1 The fact may be that the two were appointed 
and soon dismissed, for a third story is that Muzaffar al-din Misa had always 
been faithful to the sultan, had accepted no grants from the Tatars, had gone 


1 He is sometimes called Mu‘taqil, but Mu‘aiqil seems to be right; cf. Mu‘aibid, Munaifiq, 
Mughaizil. 
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to Egypt several times as envoy, and so was appointed chief in 738/1337 with 
two extra estates. He died 742/1341 and was followed by another brother, 
Sulaiman, who soon died, while Ahmad b. Muhanna was a captive; he was 
in prison in Damascus and Safad. ‘Isa b. Fadl was appointed and dismissed, 
then Saif b. Fad] had a brief tenure of office, for in 746/1345 Ahmad b. Muhanna 
was appointed and dismissed, then Saif was appointed and dismissed and 
Ahmad reinstated. There was fighting, for it is recorded that Fayyad defeated 
Saif, who lost more than 20,000 camels. Shata b. ‘Uqba, chief of the Arabs 
of the Balq& and Tabiik, died. Ahmad ! died, probably in 749/1348, and was 
followed as chief by Fayyad b. Muhanna, who died in the same year and was 
succeeded by another brother Hayar. One historian says that the death of 
Ahmad weakened the arm of the family of Muhanna. Fayyad the tyrant, who 
was a highway robber and oppressed the common folk, went to Egypt to 
solicit the post of chief of the Arabs. . His wish would have been granted, but 
a sharif complained that he had robbed him and violated the privacy of his 
womenfolk. The sultan ordered him to make restitution. Fayyad spoke his 
mind freely, despising the youth of the sultan, so they laid violent hands on 
him. It is stated that he did not die till twelve years later. 

When, Baibagharis rose in rebellion, Hayar with the Arabs and Turkmens 
at first sided with him, but then forsook him. Saif died in 759/1357 or the 
following year. Between 765/1363 and 767/1365 Hayar rebelled and was put 
in prison, but in the latter year was restored to his post. Arabs had raided 
the district of Aleppo, so the governor collected his troops and surprised the 
camp of the raiders, capturing booty and animals. Al Fadl came to the help 
of the bedouin and attacked the government soldiers while they were collecting 
the plunder, defeated them, and killed the governor, 770/1368. Consequently 
Hayar fell from favour. Zamil and Mu‘aigil were both appointed chiefs of the 
Arabs and civil war followed. Mu‘aiqil interceded for Hayar, who was restored. 
He died in 775/1373 or two years later. He had been much afraid of sultan 
Nasir, and, though often summoned to Egypt, never went there while the 
sultan was alive. He visited sultan Sha‘ban and was received with great 
honour. His brother Qazan (Qara) succeeded and died in 781/1379. Zamil 
b. Misa and Mu‘aiqil became joint chiefs but were soon dismissed, perhaps in 
the next year, and Muhammad b. Hayar, who is commonly known as Nu‘air, 
became chief. Evidently he fell from favour for a time because in 786/1383 
Zamil was made chief of Fadl and the inspector of the army was flogged for 
his arrangement of the Arab fiefs. ‘Uthman b. Qazan became chief in the 
next year and died soon after. 

When Yalbugha rebelled, Nu‘air sided with him, was received with honour 
in Cairo, plundered the territory of Aleppo, and was defeated by Barqiiq. 
At this time Ahmad b. Bagar was chief of the Arabs of the East. In 791/1389 
the prince of Fad] escorted Barqiiq to his prison in Kerak. : 


1 Ahmad was born 684/1284. 
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‘Anga b. Shata became chief of Mira. When Yalbugha and Mintash fell 
out, Nu‘air sided with Mintash and they with ‘Anga besieged Aleppo. 793/1390, 
Nu‘air sacked villages round about Damascus and defeated the governor. 
On the approach of the sultan, Mintash and ‘Anga fled, while Nu‘air found 
excuses for himself and promised to betray Mintash, who had left him. The 
sultan was not taken in by this behaviour, but gave Nu‘air’s estates to a 
number of Turkmens and set up another member of the family as chief of 
Fadl.1 ‘Anga was killed by an Isma‘ili. 794/1391, Nu‘air asked for an increase 
of territory in return for surrendering Mintash because he was tired of rebellion’ 
and his tribe was short of food. The following year Dhakwan b. Nu‘air and 
‘Amir b. Tahir b. Hayar submitted to the sultan. Nu‘air with Mintash moved 
to Salamiya and sacked Hims. The governor of Aleppo raided the lands of 
Nu‘air and captured his family. Nu‘air was told by his tribe to choose between 
surrender or banishment. He laid hands on Mintash and gave him to the 
governor of Aleppo in exchange for his family. The sultan gave him a robe of 
honour, but rebuked him for his breach of the law of hospitality. 

796/1393, Nu‘air occupied Baghdad ; clearly the city was empty, if not 
swept and garnished, after Timur’s first visitation. 803/1400, during Timur’s 
campaign in Syria, Nu‘air joined the sultan with 5,000 horse from Jabal 
Nablus ; other contingents were 2,500 Eastern Arabs under Ibn Bagar and 
1,000 Bani Wa’il. Nu‘air retired to the east when he saw the superior force 
of the enemy and came back to Salamiya after the Tatars had withdrawn. 
Later he besieged Aleppo. <A year or so later ‘Ijl, the son of Nu‘air, rebelled 
against his father and joined the governor of Aleppo to fight the Tatars. 
808/1405, Nu‘air was defeated by Jakam? and taken captive to Aleppo. 
‘Tjl was told to kiss his father’s hand, but Nu‘air turned away from him. 
Nu‘air was executed in Sha‘ban. “‘ He was brave but treacherous; his death 
broke the power of Fad].” ® ‘Ijl succeeded his father as chief of Fad], quarrelled 
with Jakam, and fought with him. 

In 816/1412 Tawkh, the governor of Aleppo, called on ‘Tjl to fight Timurtash ; 
he agreed to do this, but arranged with Timurtash to take Tawkh prisoner. 
He invited him to eat with him, but a quarrel arose and in it he was killed, 
being thirty years old. In this year Fadl b. ‘Isi b. Ramla, who had been 
chief of Al ‘Ali for thirty-five years, was murdered; he had helped Barqiiq 
when he came out of retreat at Kerak. From now on the notices in the histories 
are scanty and confused. In 818/1414 Husain b. Nu‘air asked ‘Uthman Qara 
Yiluk to intercede with the sultan for him and pardon was granted him, 
presumably for taking up arms against the government. In this or the next 
year Husain destroyed Rahba. The sultan had appointed Haditha b. Saif 


1 Ibn Khaldin says, Muhammad b. Muhanna ; but as Muhanna had died sixty years earlier, 
this is not likely. 

2 Zambaur leaves a lacuna in the list of governors between 806 and 811; Jakam will fill at 
least part of the gap. 

3 The second half of this remark is repeated at the death of ‘Ijl. 
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chief of Fadl, but he was not strong enough to stand against Husain, who 
attacked Salamiya to capture him. In the fight Husain chanced to be killed 
and his head was sent to the sultan. About this time Faraj b. Nu‘air was chief, 
for Qalgashandi names him as the chief at the moment of writing, some time 
before 821/1417. 

In 819/1415 the tribes of Jarm and ‘A’id were fighting in the triangle 
Jerusalem, Gaza, Ramla. 

Ahmad b. Abi Bakr b. Nu‘air was inclined to be loyal, but fled when his 
brother was.imprisoned. The governor of Aleppo defeated Hamid b. Nu‘air 
and took many camels; later in the year Hamid was killed by treachery. 
The following year Haditha b. Saif went to Rahba with the governor of 
the town. Misa and ‘Adhra, sons of ‘Ali b. Nu‘air, deserted him so he 
went to Tadmur, where ‘Adhra with 3,000 horse attacked him but was 
defeated. 

In 831/1427 the chief ‘Adhra b. ‘Ali b. Nu‘air was killed by Qirqmas, 
another grandson of Nu‘air, and Mudlij, his brother, succeeded. He was 
killed two years later in a fight with Qirqmas, who himself died in 840/1436. 
In 885/1480 one Saif b. ‘Ali rebelled against his cousin ‘Assaf. He was stabbed 
by a fedawi but not fatally, and was killed in 886/1481 or the following year 
by ‘Amir b. ‘Ijl in revenge for the death of Sulaiman b. ‘Assaf. In 901/1496 
a son of Saif was chief. These Arabs had sunk from the proud estate of the 
family of Mazyad who met Saljiiq sultans, caliphs, and Crusaders on equal 
terms. 

The Zubda kashf al-mamalik (p. 105) gives the strengths of several tribes. 
Those mentioned in the preceding pages are :— 


Fad] : ‘ . 24,000 Mira ‘ : . 1,000 
‘Ali : ; . 2,000 Jarm—t : . 1,000 
‘Mid. : . 1,000 ‘Uqba and Mahdi . 1,000 


It will be noticed that these figures do not agree with some mentioned 
in the text. 


Note 


The only historian to give a connected account of the Arabs of Syria is 
Ibn Khaldin ; in addition to notices of events as they occurred, he collected 
the facts in a consecutive story in the sixth volume of his history. His account 
can be expanded and corrected. He has been badly served by copyists or 
printers or both. Other historians have only stray references and the bio- 
graphical dictionaries seem to be arbitrary in the persons they select for 
mention. Dates are often uncertain; it is common to find a range of three 
years for an event. One writer will use two forms of a name in different places 
in his work. There is one reference to an official called the chamberlain of the 
Arabs, but no hint what his duties were. Here are some variants in personal 
names :— 
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de 

erase 

dhe — gle 
das — dae — dic 


After a.H. 840 there is not detail enough to fit the names into the genealogical 
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